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improvement of society. Breaking with all previous estimates,
Malthus assumed that population doubled in every generation,
whereas the means of subsistence increased far less rapidly.
Hence the only way for mankind to avoid misery was for each
individual to exercise moral restraint, and in particular to
postpone marriage until he could afford to rear a family. The
wages of the worst-paid worker, he assumed, were what he
needed to keep body and soul together, and no more. Ricardo,
a little more generously, assumed that wages were just enough
to enable labourers to reproduce their kind, without either
increase or diminution.
On this assumption, the proper function of the social
services was to mitigate misery by deterring the poor from
early marriage. For this the great instruments were the work-
house, the school, and the savings bank. Above all, in Britain
—unlike some continental countries—low earnings ceased to
be supplemented from local poor relief.
It so happened however that although the population did
increase in all western countries for the next four generations,
this increase was due mainly to a fall in the,death-rate, and
was in fact accompanied by a fall in the reproduction-rate,
attributable to a change in the institution of marriage, which
ceased to be synonymous with unlimited procreation. More-
over, the production of wealth increased more rapidly than
the reproduction of people. Malthus was in fact so completely
wrong in his overall generalization that some social reformers
became surprisingly blind to the connection between big
families and misery. Charles Booth even went so far as to say
that he could not find any evidence that early marriages or
large families were a cause of pauperism or even poverty.
Wages now came to be fixed by collective bargaining,
statutory enactment, or administrative decision, when they
were not fixed by custom at a level that commanded social
approval. Yet by what standard should their adequacy be
judged? Suppose that Ricardo's classical standard be resur-
rected as a goal instead of a fact, and an attempt be made to
enable every marginal man to reproduce his kind by having

